



            Faith is more popular than ever, or so it seems, around the world.  The behavior of religious expression is a major factor within or a significant influence behind virtually every major news story claiming our attention and aggravating our anxieties.  But, what kind of faith, we must ask.  What kind of religion is motivating these actions?  No questions before us are in more urgent need of accurate answers from us than these inquiries about religion and faith.  At stake in our responses to these questions is nothing less than the differential between authentic personal faith that comforts, counsels, energizes, and makes us better people capable of loving commitment and a self-shaped faith for which we are so totally responsible that in our stringent efforts to be good we lose our energy, humility, openness, and compassion to an extent that causes us to give religion a bad name.  Honestly, how we understand religion and faith determines whether we contribute to kindness and community or stoke the fires of conflict in a world that finds more excitement in controversy than in comfort, more meaning in war than in peace. 
For Christians, this is the perfect time of the year to address such questions about faith and religion.  Serious Lenten meditations on Jesus’ final journey to Jerusalem and those events that comprised what we commonly call Jesus’ passion thrust us right into the middle of a historical, world-wide debate of lethal proportions and force us to examine the role and the meaning of religion in our individual lives.  Let me tell you up front that all of this gets very personal and, thus, at times extremely uncomfortable.  The question is not a theoretical one—what we believe—but a practical one—how we live.  Theories of faith and projections of religious abstractions have no place here.  Reality is the order of the day.  Acknowledgments of how we actually relate to God and to other people move front and center.  
               Some time back, I began to look at this critical period of spiritual examination through lens that previously I have not even picked up much less put on during Lent.  Typically, during the days before Holy Week, my attention has been focused on what we can and should learn about religion and faith from what happened to Jesus along the road to Jerusalem and within the precincts of that ancient holy city.  At the center of my interest have been questions about —how religion went bad and seemingly good people advocating love turned into a death squad determined to rid the world of perfect love. However, this year, I have found myself intrigued by the possibilities of viewing what happened to Jesus from the perspective of one of the earliest recorded experiences of divine revelation—namely God’s provision of the “ten words” that we call the Decalogue or the Ten Commandments.
            Looking at Jesus’ life and our lives, the substance of faith and the meaning of religion, from the point of view of God’s original intent for personal life and for life in community causes us to cut right to the chase.  God’s revelation of the divine will for our lives involved not abstract theories of what it means to be a religious person or systematic statements of faith defined by a series of personal beliefs but on how we can and should best live both personally and within community.  So, this morning I hope you will look with me at the first table of the Ten Commandments—that is the first four commandments—which were intended to bring us fulfillment in our personal –our individual—relationship with God.  Next Sunday we will examine carefully the second table of commandments—God’s wisdom on how best to live in community.
            Now, think of this: God’s original, primal observation about our lives— Offered in love and intended to lead us into the best life possible took the form of a declaration, “You shall have no other gods.”  This God bent on human liberation went on compassionately to implore us, “Don’t give your allegiance to idols.”  “Don’t compromise my holiness by your words and actions,” God said next.  In other words, “Don’t lie about me; don’t trash the divine name by the associations you make with it.”  Finally, we hear from God the impassioned imperative, “Keep a Sabbath and keep it holy.”  Please remember that all four injunctions were offered to serve the same purpose—to free us to experience life at its fullest and best. 
            In four succinct statements, God provided us with a roadmap into personal meaning and joy, isolating as most crucial along that spiritual journey our embrace of a singular reverence.  God knew, of course, that each of us defines our identity and shapes our behavior by what or whom we reverence.   
            What is that or who is that for you?  What or whom do your reverence?  What stops you in your tracks, takes your breath away, overwhelms you with importance, and causes you to change what you are doing to be more responsive to what you are sensing?  Before what or whom do you bow—with your heart, in your mind, or on your knees?  All of us need to know the correct answers to those questions because the recipient of our greatest reverence is the primary influence on our lives.  Our ultimate reverence belongs to God.  Is that the case with us?
            Idols emerge as products of our lack of discretion related to reverence.  Some people simply can’t make up their minds about what is most important in life.  Thus, they chase after everything with such an egalitarian passion that they develop no real reverence for anything.  If everything matters equally, nothing really matters significantly.  Typically, we form idols to fill the void caused by the absence of a singular responsible reverence.  
            I realize that all of this sounds simple enough and may strike us as easier and as more manageable than we thought.  One God, no idols; we can do that.  But there is a kicker.  
God is mystery—recognizable mystery but never an easily explainable mystery.  We have little tolerance for mystery, thus, an almost insatiable hunger for simplicity, impatience with complexity, and a gnawing demand for certainty.  So, almost instinctively, often in the name of religion, we move toward idolatry.  Our craving seems well intentioned rather than devious.  We want a god that we can see, hear, understand, define, control, and brag about.  Besides, while God praises powerlessness, idols give us power.  We can control the idols we make while, with God, we acknowledge a need to be controlled.  Thus, disdaining holy mystery, each of us, at one time or another, decides to serve a god of our own making.  Here is a fool-proof way to be sure that we can explain god, live with confidence that god is like us, and move in god’s name without any worry that our god will ever demand that we change.
            There is no limit—literally, no limit—to the number of idols that we can make or to how adept we can become at depicting these idols as images of the God who warned us not to make any idols.  We are good at the dangerous craft of idols-making—so good, in fact, in giving ourselves to that task, we may lose all perspective on what is an idol and who really is God.  Living, then, with reverence fragmented into a hundred parts, we are devoid of the singular reverence that gives life direction, meaning, and joy.  Indeed, ultimately, we lose even our capacity to sense holiness when we are in the presence of the sacred.
            We best be careful here.  The gods that we create have a way of getting out of hand.  We have such an “in” with these little deities—since, after all, they are of our own making—that there is no authority to challenge us, to correct us, to alter our course, or to save us from self-destruction.  Ah, we have arrived at a truth that pulsates at the center of Lent.  The stark tragedy that beset Jesus in Jerusalem was the product of people who had shaped God in their own image for so long that, when they encountered a true, but different, revelation of the God who created them in the divine image, it struck them as much easier to extinguish the new and challenging revelation of God than to endure the discomfort of giving up the divine images they had shaped out of their own preferences.  So, these people killed perfect love and wiped out absolute holiness in the name of holiness and love.
            “Oh, but we never would do such a thing as that,” we protest, “We never would make an idol of a golden calf or a mythic deity.”  Here is the danger, though.  It is not the easily recognizable idol that is a problem for us.  Our problem is that virtually every aspect of real religion has the potential for us to turn it into an idol.  Idolatry can happen quickly and powerfully in the absence of a singular reverence for the mystery of God.  Look around.  Why, already, some people have turned the Bible into an idol, making this medium of revelation more sacred than the God revealed though it.  Others have made an idol of the church—their respective churches—assuming that anyone not sharing their understanding of church, being a member of their church, stands outside God’s pleasure.  With a reticence rooted in a desire not to be misunderstood, I must nevertheless tell you as well that some people have turned Jesus into an idolatrous competitor with God rather than embraced him as the humble, best possible revelation of God.  Look, we all have our little self-made gods.  The streets were full of them in Jerusalem as they are where we live.  It is not by accident that Jesus seems always to look like the accumulation of each individual’s religious and social preferences.
            O, to be sure, sometimes the face of idolatry is raw and blatantly blasphemous.   Some people elevate their nation of residence to a place of supremacy over God and practice nationalism as a form of religion.  Others turn capitalism into an idol in devotion to which they sacrifice their integrity, energy, and priorities on an altar called success.  But, surely you know, almost anything will do as an idol—militarism, relationships, popularity, affection, entertainment, fun, politics—anything to which we assign an importance and allow to grip our souls in a manner that rival what belongs only to God as gifts of our singular reverence for God.
            This was the reason for the third commandment.  We are not immune to lying about God or misusing the name of God for other than godly purposes.  For whatever reasons, many people become evangelists for the idols they have created.  We tell others that God has endorsed our candidate in an election, that God favors our nation over all other nations, that God prefers one color of skin to other colors, that God is more loving to scholars than to itinerant workers, that God sends storms to destroy people who have done wrong, that God takes the lives of children who are needed in heaven more than in the loving care of their parents, that God blesses one religion and rejects all others.  You get the picture!  You have heard the pitch!  It is the wrongful use of God’s name or, as an earlier translation of Exodus had it, taking God’s name in vain.
            Look, though. Within the commandments commending a singular reverence is a single commandment aimed at enabling sensitivity to and the practice of that reverence—“Remember the Sabbath,” God said.  Oh, that day—that day that reminds us of the inestimable importance of interaction with Holy Mystery, that day that calls us back from our fatigued pursuit of one idol or another, that day that makes us look again at who we are and whose we are.  What a gift is that day we call the Sabbath and what grace resides in God’s insistence that we keep that day holy.
            While fully aware of the peril of repetitive rituals, I have come to appreciate more and more the invaluable power of rituals.  Yes, I know that rituals can become so perfunctory that they lose their meaning.  But I also know that without rituals, we can forget who we are and what has meaning.  I am always deeply moved by Muslim friends who begin any public statement with a reference to “God the most merciful, the most blessed.”  I have great admiration for many of you who coming from an Anglican or Roman tradition instinctively bow when you approach the altar or genuflect in the presence of the elements of communion. Each of these acts seems to bear the weight and communicate the devotion appropriate to reverence.
            Now, maybe I am wrong—I hope I am—but I have an uneasy feeling that, comfortable with the popular majority status of Christianity in this nation, faith for many of us has become so interbred with our culture, our religious convictions so saturated with personal and social biases, that we have lost a sense of reverence for God and the ways of God.  Back in the 2000 presidential campaigns, when the Democrats nominated Joseph Lieberman as their candidate for the vice presidency of the nation, I found myself amused at the media frenzy focused on Senator Lieberman’s orthodox practice of Judaism.  “Would he refuse to hold a needed meeting on the Sabbath?” media pendants asked in a marketable panic, “How will he get to the Capitol during a Sabbath Day emergency when his faith prohibits him from riding in a car on the Sabbath and from walking more than a few steps? Could he fulfill the duties of his office and be true to his religion?”  What interested me most in this situation was the fact that I never have heard anyone question the possibility of such a conflict when the president or the vice president of the nation was a Christian.  There seems to be an assumption that no Christian would ever have problems missing worship to take care of business or foregoing a Sabbath to do something else.  What does that say about us?  What evidence is there of our singular reverence?
            In recent weeks, I have spent a great deal of time, study, and conversation dealing with the violent and deadly controversy prompted by cartoonists’ caricatures of the prophet Mohammed, the founder of Islam.  To be sure, I understand that extremists used the cartoons as an opportunity to exploit religious sensitivities to advance their own agendas and stir anti-Western passions within the international Muslim community.  But, look at the situation devoid of that political tampering.  Do you not admire the reverence for the prophet that stirred an honest protest among many?  I do.  I also must admit to no little discomfort when I think of the innumerable cartoon caricatures of Jesus and comic images of God that we see regularly in periodicals and other media without giving a second thought to the implications of these cartoons for continued reverence for the sacred in our society.  Where are the sensibilities of people of the Christian faith?  Look, I’m not trying to be prudish or sanctimonious—indeed, I personally lean toward not taking any cartoons too seriously.  But I do have to ask what our passivity says about our practice of a singular reverence or any reverence at all.  What among us is sacred?  Is anything off limits to comedy, satire, or ridicule?  What do we hold with such reverence that we immediately and vociferously will protest its de-sacrilezation and condemn its trivialization?
            Heeding the Sabbath principle can save us from losing a sense of the sacred in our midst and prod us to nurture a worthy reverence for the sacred.  When we are running from one demand to another, increasingly fatigued by expending our energy and depleting our creativity, the Sabbath calls us to stop, to make ourselves pause, to breathe deeply, to think profoundly, and to open ourselves to the possibility of renewal in the presence of Holy Mystery.  A proper observance of the Sabbath aligns our spirits with the rhythm of creation and fosters restoration in our souls as a derivative of reverence for God.  How we do need that! 
            We are moving inexorably toward some of the most important days on the Christian calendar.  When I look at Jesus and what happened to him through the lens of the Ten Commandments, I understand that the spirituality to be derived from that perspective centers not on blind obedience to an abstract law on a tablet of stone but loving compliance with God’s call to a singular reverence that resounds in our hearts.  That is the spirituality sufficient for this moment as well as for more difficult and more exultant moments. There is promise here.  As long as we allow God to be God, appreciate the mystery of the divine, and refrain from producing idols to compete with God, as long as we refuse to lie about God by using the divine name to advance our own purposes while faithfully observing the Sabbath and practicing rituals that nurture our sensitivity toward holiness, we will find our obedience to God ushering us into an even more profound love for God that inspires us to walk with reverence for God.  In such a life, it becomes a betrayal of who we are as well as of who God is to attempt to protect our thoughts and ways at the cost of crucifying pure love or placing holiness in a tomb.  Herein, then, in conformity with God’s grace-filled commandments, is the way to live.  Amen.
 
PASTORAL PRAYER
O God, so that we may be true to your will and do what is most loving and best for ourselves, strengthen us in our refusal to worship other gods or to put our heads and hands to the task of making idols.  Enable us to abstain from using your name in ways that constitute telling lies about you.  And, nurture within us such devotion to the Sabbath principle that we keep holy a Sabbath Day.  Then, freed by your liberation and encouraged by your compassion, we will praise you and serve you forever.  Amen.
 


